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Abstract 
Everything which is related to human being is actually a communication tool. Art is also one of the communication tools which 
are related to human. Building an effective communication depends on using the common language by sides and comprehending 
one another. History of art is a visual discipline whose material is indicators. Consequently, comprehension of the art depends on 
analyzing of the indicators. This study exemplifies and highlights the importance of iconography and symbol analysis which are 
included in the field of history of art and plan, map, architectural and urban reading. It is aimed that the main purpose of an art 
historian should be construing not describing. The ways of construing is reading the indicators. Therefore more courses or 
contents related to the relationship between history of art and semiology should be included in undergraduate education of history 
of art. 
 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Sakarya University. 
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1.Introduction 

     When the definitions of art which have been made from antiquity to the present are evaluated it can be seen that 
there are different extensions of those definitions. According to Sözen & Tanyeli (1996, p.208); the art which 
changes in accordance with individuals, ideas, aims, period of time, and societies is a technique of crafting stimulus 
with the aim of developing satisfactory artistic experiences. The art is an important tool in conveying feelings and 
opinions, images and assets by means of symbols.  
     History of art is an academic discipline analyzing historical evolution of the art. It analyses the appearance of 
artistic work and relationships with the other works and society. History of art bounds to the environment where the 
work is made. Various factors such as geographical location of the work, socio-cultural, economical, politic, and 
regional factors and belief and religion affect the work of art and, of course, history of art. Therefore the history of 
art is related to the other disciplines such as geography, history, anthropology, sociology, psychology, archeology, 
economy, the history of politics, and theology. 
     The art is one of the components which compose the society and means of communication of the society. Human 
being is in the environment surrounded by images, symbols and various indicators from coming into being.  They 
try to communicate by giving meaning to those images and indicators. 
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2. The relationships of indicator-semiology and history of art   
 
     Indicators are a situation, an action or an entity which substitute for a concept in our mind. They can be kept as a 
word a picture. They inform about the situation. The information or the input which indicator gives is the reflection 
of the entity or the object in our mind. This concept is the acquired knowledge (Erkman-Akerson, 2005, p.17-25).  
     Semiology is an art which evaluates the process of emerging, analyzing, and interpreting of indicators which 
exist in every part of life.  
     In order to analyze and interpret the indicators they, firstly, need to be seen. Because indicators of being an art 
built over “visuality” an art historian should be a good “viewer”. So, what is the definition of “a good viewer?”  
     The verbs “to look” and “to view” are different. But these terms either are used for each other or misused like 
other diverse terms or concepts. While “looking” is an action which every healthy eyes can take, “viewing” is a fact 
having lots of dependents. The usage of these terms in our daily life gain dimension and content when it is moved to 
the fields of art and science. Consequently, each eye looking at something doesn’t mean that they are viewing it. Eye 
is a visual organ which is not equipped with the feature of “viewing”. At this point, while “to look” appears as a 
team, “to view” appears as a concept which has diverse extensions. “To view” is related to the knowledge. 
     Being a mean of communications art is molded with indicators. Apprehending of art and enjoy the work of art 
depends on equally apprehending of indicators by receiver and sender. Therefore receiver’s knowledge about 
message and subject knowledge are important in interpreting of each type of message. Thus knowledge is required 
to interpret the indicator.  
     Indicator is variously classified into categories by semiologer. While Charles Sanders Peirce classifies the 
indicator into indicator visual indicator and symbol from the aspect of the object of the indicator, Pierre Guiraud 
categorizes the indicator into four categories from the aspect of used norms as natural indicators, reflective 
indicators or images, nominal indicators, and image-symbol compound indicators (Guriaud, 1984, p.13).  
     Günay (2008) classifies the types of indicators as natural and artificial. While iconography which can be 
classified into two sub-groups as reflective and nominal ones is the type of reflective-visual indicator, symbol is the 
type of nominal-artificial indicator.  
     The study field of history of art is related to iconography and symbol indicators. Consequently the new definition 
like “history of art is a visual academic discipline composed of iconography and symbol indicators” can’t be 
evaluated as wrong. 
 
3. Art historical indicators 
3.1. Iconography  
 
     It is the type of indicator composed of the subject and contents of the work of art. It is also an academic 
discipline comparatively analyzing the subjects and the contents. Apprehension, understanding and evaluation of the 
work of art depends on acquisition of iconography (Cömert, 1980). 
     Iconography, which is a visual indicator, can be more easily perceived compared to the other indicators. 
According to the Adam and Bonhomme (2003, p.56); the relation of proximity and similarity can be constructed 
between visual indicator and the object (Günay, 2008, p.4). 
 
3.2. Symbol 
 
     It is the most frequently used type of indicators which can be easily perceived by people, but comprehension and 
acquisition of this indicator is difficult.  
     Symbol is defined as “the mark which has appeared through reflecting or representing it.” This mark can exist as 
a figure, an object, an indicator or a word. 
     Symbols are visual and aural facts expressing things more than demonstration. It is a complicated item. It is a 
tool of abstraction. It is always a concrete indicator of abstracts.  
     Picture carries the common characteristics of demonstrative and the things which are demonstrated. However, 
“symbol” is described as a mark which doesn’t have the relation of causality and isn’t constructed over the natural 
relations. 
     Representation of an abstract thing with a concrete thing changes in accordance with the society, community, 
groups, individual, culture, language, religion and numerous variables. Any symbol exists in different periods and 
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cultures through change of meaning without demonstrating any formal changes. Therefore the symbol which is 
unique to a specific culture either cannot be comprehended by a foreigner or the meaning can be changed although 
the form is the same. 
     An symbol is never arbitrary or empty. They need to be apprehended, analyzed, and comprehended. Therefore, it 
requires more detailed knowledge. Symbol arises with the result of the relation between indicators and the object. 
Comprehension of symbol depends on learning the object itself and analyze of symbol depends on acquiring the 
relation between the indicator and the object (Günay, 2008, p.4). 
     Symbols are capable of conveying the subjects which can take long time to explain with succinctly but 
profoundly. These characteristics strengthen their capable of expressing diverse things with using little things. They 
have not only content richness but also easy and fast systematic of meaning as a formal language. Thence belief, 
discipline and approach which have every types of philosophical profundity on earth are surrounded with symbols. 
     Symbol is an indispensable part of culture, art, language and literature, religion and mythology. Not only social 
sciences but also natural sciences completely possess symbolic language. Especially math, physics and chemistry 
are disciplines completely constructed with a symbolic structure.  
     Iconography and symbol are artificial indicators which human beings created.  Actually iconographic and 
symbolic analyses are the type of study related to cognitive process. Visual symbols reach more people than verbal 
symbols. Beside the rate of learning through viewing is high in scientific studies.  
     According to scientific studies; %1 of acquired items by tasting, %1, 5 of them is acquired through touching; %3, 
5 of them is acquired by hearing and viewing, respectfully. According to the study conducted with the aim of 
perceiving and acquisition of information %10 of read items, %20 of heard items, %30 of viewed things, %50 of 
both viewed and heard things, %70 of utterances, and %90 of actions which are taken while uttering can be stored in 
mind (Günay, 2008, p.11). 
     Because of having visuals sustained by iconography and symbol indicators as a working material in the history of 
art it is essential to know what iconography and symbol is, to view and to interpret through analyzing. At this point 
some examples can be given so as to embody the subject from the aspect of the discipline “history of art”. 
 
4. Art historical icons 
4.1. The maternity goddess 
     It was started to confront the term “maternity goddess” in Çayönü, Anatolian, in the years between 7200-6250 
BC. The symbol “Maternity Goddess” which turned into a cult after a while reached a certain standard in 
Çatalhöyük. The woman was seen the reason of everything because of her fertility and was apotheosized. 
Abundance was symbolized as a body of woman giving lots of birth (see Fig. 1-2). 
 
  
                               Fig. 1. Neolithic Period.                                                                              Fig. 2.  Late Neolithic Period.  
                               Çatalhöyük. Anatolian Civilizations                                                           HacÕlar. Anatolian Civilizations 
                               Museum, Ankara.                                                                                        Museum, Ankara.                    
                                                                                                              
4.2. Lion 
     Lion is the symbol of strength, power, the sun, light and the water (Öney, 1971, p.1; Öney, 1992, p.40). It is a 
guardian and protector from evil. It is a spirit which helps shamans in their journey in the sky and earth, according to 
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old Turkish belief. It is used as a spirit in graveyards, the protector from evils in castles, towns, thrones and palaces, 
the water and light in the palaces such as fountain, both and gargoyles (see Fig. 3-6). 
     The other symbolic meaning of the lion is related with horoscopes. According to this opinion which reached to 
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece and Rome and was prevail in the whole Islamic world in middle ages several stars 
belong to solar and lunar system are related with the one of the animals symbolizing twelve horoscopes. The reason 
of the usage of the sun and leo together is the sun’s relation with leo. 
     The leo was commemorated as the home of the sun in old Egypt (Kerametli, 1972, p.14). Moreover it has been 
the symbol of (the most important day of Assyrian calendar) nawruz, which is also the beginning of agricultural year 
since 4000 BC. in the Near East. 
 
               
           
                        Fig. 3. Wall-door. Late Hittite Period. Aslantepe, Malatya.                                  Fig. 4. Citadel. Kayseri.  
                        Anatolian Civilizations Museum, Ankara.                                                            1224 dated.  Seljuks Period. 
 
                                                   
                                        Fig. 5. Bronze Door Knocker. 11th Century.                            Fig. 6. The Liquid Container.  
                                        David Collection, Denmark.                                                                 BC The End of the 8th Century.  
                                                                                                                                    Anatolian Civilizations Museum,  
                                                                                           Ankara. 
 
     Lion is one of the good examples of the situation which symbols can change their meaning in accordance with 
the culture or group without changing their form. Hz. Ali is called as “the lion of the God” (in Quran) referring the 
event taking place during ascension (Noyan, 1985, p.50-52; FÕ÷lalÕ, 1911, p.247-249). Therefore lion is the symbol 
of Hz. Ali. It is seen in “Vilayetname of HacÕ Bektaú-Õ Veli” that HacÕ Bektaú Veli makes a great number of miracles 
through turning into a lion. So lion is also the symbol of HacÕ Bektaú Veli (see Fig. 7-8). 
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                                Fig. 7. BalÕm Sultan Candlestick.                             Fig. 8. The base of the BalÕm Sultan’s Candlestick.  
                                HacÕbektaú Museum, Nevúehir.                                HacÕbektaú Museum, Nevúehir. 
 
 
4.3. Sitting cross, chalice 
 
     “Sitting cross” is the symbol of sovereignty based on the traditions of Central Asian Turks (Esin, 1969/70; Esin, 
1970/71). Nobody can sit cross except the emperor. Retinues of the emperor kneel. It was written in Kutadgu Bilig 
that servants mustn’t sit across (Yusuf Has Hacip, 1991, p.298) (see Fig. 9-12). This culture affected the west and 
emperors and kings confronted us sitting cross (see Fig. 13).  
 
  
                                    Fig. 9. The Stone Relief of the                                                         Fig. 10. Ceramic Cruse Fragment.   
                                    Castle of Konya. 1220 dated. Anatolian                                          11.-12th Century. Great Seljuks Period. 
                                    Seljuks Period. ønce Minareli Medrese   
                                    Museum, Konya. 
 
     In addition chalice is also the symbol of sovereignty tracing back the traditions of Central Asian Turks (Roux, 
1982, p. 102-108). When social structure and way of living is carefully taken into account the figures holding 
chalice in their hand in description symbolize the emperor (see Fig. 9-12). 
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    
                                  Fig. 11. Bronze Candlestick.                                                             Fig. 12. Sultan Pavilion. Kitab-el Tiryak.  
                                  12.-13. Centurie. Anatolia.                                                               1199 dated. MS. Arabe 2964, Old Page 27.  
                                  Mevlana Museum, Konya.                                                                National Bibliotheque, Paris.   
                                                                                                                                            (Ettinghausen,1977).             
                                                                                    
                                                        
                                                                                          Fig. 13. Painting Ceiling Panel. 
                                                                                          Middle of the 12. Century. 
                                                                                          Feasting Ruler with Attendants. 
                                                                                          Capella Palatina, Palermo. 
                                        (Ettinghausen 1977). 
4.4. Dome  
     Architecture is also built over symbolic meanings. Dome is the symbolic architectural element which is seen as 
hemisphere. Circle is the symbol of eternity because of ambiguous points of start and finish. This symbol accords 
with Islamic philosophy and religion. Gathering people under the only dome by creating a continuous place also 
accords with the philosophy and the religion mentioned above. Moreover, the belief “the God is in the sky” is 
backed with the dome rising to the sky. The history of East and west architecture tried to build the biggest and the 
highest dome. The purpose is to reach the God. Dome which is an architectural element is the symbol of the vault of 
heaven and reaching the God. Therefore the construction rises gradually in the mosques built especially in the 
classical period of Sinan the architect and the duty of element in every grade is actually to help the emphasis of 
central dome (see Fig. 14). 
                                                                                             Fig. 14. Sultanahmet Mosque. 1609-1617 dated. østanbul.  
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5. Art historical readings 
 
     Reading is not an activity that you only read written items as most of the people think. Benamou (1979, p. 10) 
described reading as 'receiver's process of inference and the activities that he takes in towards meaningful context 
which was previously built. In parallel, reading plan, reading map, architectural reading, and even reading cities are 
included in this group and are one of the fields which history of art works. While reading the items mentioned above 
indicators are, firstly, analyzed. Plans and maps are comprised of symbols (see Fig. 15-16). Most of the architectural 
element has symbolic meaning as well as their static duties.  
 
  
                                                                   
                                                             Fig. 15. HamamlÕ III Bath Plan. 19th century. Eskipazar, Karabük. 
                                                  
                    
 
                                       Fig. 16. Demirli Mosque Plan. 1485 dated. Eflani, Karabük. 
     A city carries abstract meanings coming from different cultures besides having concrete features seen by 
everyone. The description of the culture can be made as physical and moral values created in the process of 
historical and social development and the process of transferring those values to next generations. Transferring of 
the values occurs with abstraction, usage of symbols and, mainly, systems developed by language (Do÷an Topçu, 
2005, p. 238).  
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     An architectural symbol as an object of usage is a demonstrator which has a viewer possessing absolute and 
agreeable straight meaning when evaluated from the aspect of the conveyed meaning. The first demonstrated thing 
of a house is its function of living space in the dimension of straight meaning. But turning an architectural symbol 
into the functional ones depends on grounding its past processes of encoding and reconciliation even if it is in the 
dimension of straight meaning. If created architectural symbols are not related with reconciliations already known it 
can't be comprehend and used. But if symbols gain different meanings, it refers another function in the dimension of 
straight meaning.   
     For instance the important feature of couches in traditional Turkish houses is being always located in the south 
side of the most beautiful wall. They function like impressive altar delicately created from floor to ceiling. While the 
first function of this wall is to symbolize the direction of Mekka in conformity with the Islamic belief in the 
dimension of straight meaning, in the dimension of connotative meaning this wall symbolizes the supremacy of the 
God and is the reflection of the love and admiration (Do÷an Topçu, 2005, p.243).  
6. Conclusion 
     It is possible to increase the history of the art indicators and the examples of reading materials. Iconography and 
symbol analysis, plans, maps, architectural and urban readings are among the fields over which the discipline 
'history of art' works and they are difficult and complicated side of the discipline when especially evaluated from the 
aspect of the students.      
     The courses under the title of Semiology which are related to the topics mentioned above are among the 
postgraduate courses. However, implementing this kind of courses to undergraduate curriculums will be beneficial. 
The student graduated from the undergraduate degree of 'History of Art' gets the title 'art historian' even if he doesn't 
continue to his academic career. Therefore an art historian should know the relation between the history of art and 
Semiology and he should put it into practice. The job of an art historian should be giving meaning to the indicators 
not only describing them. 
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